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Using Children's and Young Adult Literature in College Classrooms
Christine A. Draper, Office of Online Education
Teaching Practice
• Using a children’s book or YA novel
as an introduction, or a piece to draw
students’ attention to a particular topic
can harness the power of emotions help
our students connect with, learn, and
retain course material more deeply
(Cavanagh, 2016).
• While the plot-line of children’s
books may appear simple, the issues
addressed can be quite complex. The
newest wave of children’s literature
addresses a wide range of socially
sensitive topics such as racism, poverty,
death, gender identity, police brutality,
war, and immigration (Johnson, 2014)
and often does so in a way that invites
discussion rather than foreclosing it.
• Though it is not commonly viewed
as appropriate material for the college
level, children’s literature can put a “face”
on any given subject (Carter, 2012),
encourage critical thinking (Frey &
Fisher, 2008), enhance motivation
(Versaci, 2009), and provide a safe
context to discuss sensitive topics.
Why is College Reading 
Difficult? 
• Many college students lack sufficient reading
comprehension skills (NAAL, 2003). Critical
reading is a complex thinking technique that
involves finding an author’s meanings,
evaluating the author’s meanings based on
established standards, and incorporating these
into ideas already known.
• Critical reading, as required for textbooks
and other college reading material is more
complicated and takes more time than for
reading done for pleasure
• Critical readers need to employ strategies
including identifying the authors’ ideas even
when they’re not stated directly, recognizing
patterns, questioning, prioritizing ideas, and
identifying and evaluating arguments as well as
creating new arguments.
Supports Students
• The study of complex political,
economic, and social/cultural issues can
be challenging as these topics are rarely
a “simple” academic exercise. Rather,
they are intertwined with basic issues of
identity and self-worth, and as such they
often require students to engage with
knowledge that challenges their world-
view and their sense of themselves
(Boler, 1999; Zemblyas, 2015).
Where to Find Children's and 
Young Adult Literature
There are numerous resources that can 
support faculty in searching for 
appropriate children’s and YA novels 
based on their course topics. These 
include: 
• ALA-American Library Association
http://www.ala.org/




• Guys Read http://www.guysread.com/
books/
• No Flying No Tights http://
www.noflyingnotights.com/
• National Council for the Social




• Notable Books for a Global Society
https://www.clrsig.org/nbgs-lists.html









Use Across the University
• Wang (2008) suggests that we need
“to travel with our students to ‘difficult
knowledge’ in emotionally-sustainable
ways” (p. 15) and children’s literature
provides a unique context for us to travel
this difficult terrain with our students.
• Start a class session with a children's
or young adult text that addresses the main
concept or idea to be discussed. This can
serve as the spring board to start
conversations through a format that
students are more comfortable with.
• Reading and discussing children’s
literature can move emotion from the
margins of our investigations of complex
political, economic, and social/cultural
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